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“Ooo Ooo, Aah Aah”: People, Bonobos, and
Mirrored Projections at the Zoo
Robert Shanafelt

This paper is a preliminary discussion of findings based on observations made at the Jacksonville Zoo and Gardens in 2009 and 2010.
Ethnoprimatology and the synonym cultural primatology are names
first suggested in the 1990s for the study of human primate relationships and how humans conceive of those relationships (Sponsel 1997;
Wheatley 1999). Key texts in the field by anthropologists include
Ohnuki-Tierney (1987), Peterson and Goodall (2000), Fuentes and
Wolfe (2002), and Corbey (2005). The work of Ramona and Desmond
Morris (1966) needs also to be mentioned as a pioneering work as
does that of Donna Haraway (1989), the latter being a seminal text
in critical historical analysis of primatology as a scientific endeavor.
My interest lies in how ordinary people perceive great apes, most
particularly bonobos. I present here examples of some of the common motifs people express as they describe bonobo actions and appearances. I organize these into two broad types. First are those I
label Mirrored Behavioral Analogies (MBAs) because they seem to
involve one-to-one correspondences between bonobo actions and
human actions. Second are those I call Misconceived Interpretive
Schemas (MISes). While both involve the human observer in drawing parallels between bonobo actions and human cultural models
and linguistic frames, in the MISes, there is activation of an interpretive frame that leads to significant misperception. The “ooo-ooo
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aah aah” of the title is one example of a MIS, in that observers, in
making this vocalization as they encounter bonobos, project their
expectations of chimpanzee vocalizations onto bonobos, and then
afterwards often do not even notice that these do not fit. The Jacksonville Zoo and Gardens is home to some 275 species of animals,
with approximately 1,400 individuals. Besides bonobos, the zoo has
a number of other primates, including ring-tailed and black-andwhite ruffed lemurs, colobus monkeys, squirrel monkeys, siamangs,
mandrills, and Western lowland gorillas. At the time of my research
there were 11 bonobos, with 3 adult males, and 8 females of various
ages. Lorel was the eldest of the group (b. 1969), a mother of seven,
with four offspring still in the zoo with her.1 Lorel’s offspring ranged
in ages from 6 to 26 and included three daughters and a son. Lorel’s first child was the famous language-trained Kanzi. He avoided
zoo life after he was taken away by another bonobo female, Matata.
The second eldest female in the group was Kuni, born in 1985. She
has had three offspring, but only her young infant (born November 2009) was with her. The third eldest female Lori (b. 1987) was
a mother of two, aged 8 and 13. The preferred breeding male was
Akili, 29.
Visitors to the bonobo area of the zoo never see all 11 bonobos together, because only a subset are outside at any given time. On many
of the occasions I visited, there were all female groups out, sometimes even all of them together. Males were let out less frequently,
generally as a single male in combination with females to whom they
are compatible. There is no public access to the inside caged-areas
where the bonobos are kept.
It is not controversial to suggest that people can easily identify
with animals, but I would like to add some specificity to that generalization. My observations of “people watching apes at the zoo” have
led me to believe that our tendencies to project intentionality onto
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others, even onto inanimate objects, is heightened by an unconscious
mapping that goes on between human and bonobo morphology and
actions. Recent work on primate mirror neuron systems would suggest that when an ape jumps, swings, climbs, puts a hand out, or
moves in other ways that are second nature to us, we may experience
this movement psychologically as if we ourselves were making that
movement. As one of the pioneers in this research has noted, “Neither the monkey nor the human can observe someone else picking
up an apple [for example] without also invoking in the brain the motor plans necessary to snatch that apple themselves” (Iacoboni 2008,
14). In other words, when we see someone doing something that we
know how to do, a part of our brain is activated as if we ourselves
were doing it. And, it is not at all farfetched to make the claim that
this can happen when humans watch apes, since it was observation
of monkeys watching humans pick up things that led to the discovery in the first place! In fact, knowledge that such systems exist first
came to be realized after brain researchers who had planted electrodes in a part of a macaque’s brain [F5 in premotor cortex] noticed
that specific neurons fired when the macaque watched a human pick
up an object.
What I call Mirrored Behavioral Analogies (MBAs) are given
this name because I believe they are grounded in such mirror-neuron activation. If this does indeed occur, the system would be automatic and outside of volitional control. However, activation of a
human’s mirror neurons while watching an ape do something would
not necessarily foster self-reflective analysis or lead to a conscious
sense of human-animal kinship. (In fact, it might lead to feelings
of disgust.) I would maintain, though, that it is likely to foster relevant vocal commentary, especially when several people are together
watching the bonobos. While I obviously cannot say what is going
on in people’s brains when they’re at the zoo, I can say that when
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human children and adults enter into “co-presence” with bonobos
there, they frequently make spontaneous comments that express
direct links between human and ape appearances, behaviors, and
intentions. At the very least, this suggests that the animals are being thought of in some way as one with humans, regardless of what
those who express the comments may feel about our taxonomic or
evolutionary relationships.
TYPES OF ANALOGIES AND SCHEMAS
Let me now give some examples of what I mean by MBAs and of
what I believe follows from them at a more conscious level, direct
connection to familiar action schemas. The first examples draw on
what seem to me to be very basic analogies:
Analogies
“Look, they’re hugging” (Fieldnotes 10/10/2009)
“Look they’re holding hands”…
“… Chasing … wee” ... (Fieldnotes 9/5/2009)
“Looks like they’re playing a little game”… (Fieldnotes
9/5/2009)
“They’re all cuddling together.” …“They’re wrestling.”
“Look at the piggy back ride.” (Fieldnotes 1/17/2010)

Such comments appear spontaneous, are frequent, and are typical. They are said in similar ways by individuals who, as far as I can
tell, do not know one another and who often appear to be seeing
bonobos for the first time. They derive from people’s experience with
each other, not with apes, and not from their expectations of apes.
(See Photograph 9.1.)
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Photograph 9.1. Piggy back ride. Photograph by Robert Shanafelt.

In fact, if you did not know the context, you would have no way
of knowing whether or not the comments were made with respect to
people or to bonobos. This is also true of the second set of examples
I will provide. The difference here is that with the second set the tone
tends toward negative moral evaluation, and the comments may relate to conceptions of nudity and physicality. Evaluation is typically
prompted by perceived violations of human rules, ideal body images,
or body taboos. (See Photograph 9.2.)
Evaluations
He’s showin’ off”... “He’s scratchin’ his butt” (Fieldnotes
9/5/2009)
“They’ve got big (ugly) butts [boodies]” (Comment heard
every observation day)
“He’s [Lucy] putting on clothes—finally covering up his
butt” [Context: bonobos have been given cloth to play
with] (Fieldnotes 8/6/2009)
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“Their butts are showin’. They’re moonin’ us. He’s
scratchin it too.” (Fieldnotes 8/6/2009)
“Eeeeeew” [Comment on bonobos urinating, putting
fingers in anus, nose, or in genital area]
“That one’s picking its nose ... nasty.” [1/18/2010] “He’s
eatin’ his boogers.” [9/5/10]
Woman (1): “She’s got a hand on it” [ha..ha..ha] ... Woman (2): “They’re just doin’ what comes natural.” (11/29/10)
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Photograph 9.2. Evaluation: Showing off or overexposure? Photograph by
Robert Shanafelt.

Some comments on social-sexual behavior might be placed here
too, but many of these comments do not fit so neatly into my contrast
between Mirrored Behavioral Analogy and Misconceived Interpretive Schemas; they appear to reflect both. On the one hand, direct
analogies with human behavior are drawn; whether they are based
on personal sexual experience or merely imagined is another question. On the other hand, there is a mistake in perception when the
female-to-female nature of the sexual encounters is not recognized.
While it is not clear from the comments alone that the observers were
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referencing heterosexual behavior, other evidence suggests that this
is typically the case. For example, observers typically expressed surprise when it was pointed out to them that what they were witnessing
was female-to-female behavior. All of the following comments were
made while the speakers were witnessing female-to-female contacts.
(See Photograph 9.3.)
Sexual Analogies
“[That’s a] monkey orgy—you can put that on YouTube!”
“That one put its boody in the other’s mouth!”
“He’s going down!” …“You [bonobo] nasty” (Teenager
group 8/6/2009)
“Hey, hey, keep it legal around here. This is a family zoo.
(10/10/2009)
“Eeeew ...”
“She’s doing it [while holding] a baby!” (1/17/10)

Photograph 9.3. G-g rubbing. Photograph by Robert Shanafelt.
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Another step removed from the simplest Mirrored Behavioral
Analogies are comments that involve drawing more complex parallels between bonobos and humans. They are not merely descriptions
or descriptions with evaluative remarks; they are typifications, metacommentaries, and more complex metaphorical comparisons, all of
which might be thought of as schemas associated with particular domains of human behavioral practice.
Human Associated Schemas
“It’s just like a little kid.” “They look like old men.”
“They’re playing hide and seek.” “They really are like
people” “It’s weird how they show affection just like
humans” (1/18/2010)
…“Nice family reunion” [On observing grooming
9/5/09]
“They’re cheerleaders … they got poms-poms” “They’re
playing peek-a-boo” (9/6/2009)
“He’s [she’s] in the Jacuzzi chillin’ out.” (1/18/2010)
“They’re playin’ at their house ... They have a big house”
(1/18/2010)
They’re trying to decide what the next [football] play is”
(Fieldnotes 1/17/10)
“Dad [Lorel] is just over there chillin’ all by himself.”
(10/10/2009)
“They’re in time out.” (11/29/09)

There are several more MBAs that involve additional interpretive steps. These include (a) Self-comparison or comparison to a relative or friend, (b) Drawing moral lessons about the behavior being
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observed, and (c) Projecting intentionality onto the bonobos by
speaking in the character of a bonobo actor. A few examples of each
are given below:
Self-Comparison and Comparison to Kin or Friend
“Yeah, it has a big boody. I have a big booty too.”
[elementary age child] (Fieldnotes 9/5/2009)
“They’re playing … same as you and your brother do.”
(Fieldnotes 1/17/10)
“Looks like your uncle __ … see the big head” (9/6/10)
Child “Monkeys are silly”… [Adult “dad”] – “Just like
you. You’re silly (9/6/10)
“That looks like you ____” (1/18/2010)
“Look he’s doing tumblin’ class just like you” [10/10/09]

Giving Voice
“Thirsty time. I’m goin’ to go get me a drink”
[1/18/2010]
“Come on. Give me the blanket ... all right, I’ve got it”
[1/18/2010]
“Tag, you’re it” (From YouTube posting “Silly Monkeys”:
daradg103. July 01, 2009
I’m going to make you fall off!” [On bonobos playing on
top of equipment 9/5/09, from “Bonobos at Jacksonville
Zoo” http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GdOlyY5DfJo]
“I’m too sexy for my fur … I’m too sexy for my fur.”
[Fieldnotes 9/5/09]
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Moralizing Lessons		
“Hey, no biting” [Kid says, in observing tussle. 8/6/09]
“That one’s cracked [the other] on the head … Don’t do
that.” [1/17/10]
“Here they come ... Let’s see if they’re going to be nice to
each other again.” [1/17/10]
“They were doing a naughty thing” [Mother to child on
G-G rub, 9/5/09]

Finally we come to examples of the Misconceived Interpretive
Schemas, where perception is influenced by strongly preformed cultural frames. I will talk here of three of these. As suggested above,
one of the most prominent involves an assumption of maleness. This
may reflect a broader pattern in our languaculture whereby the default sex for animals is male. (Zoo keepers and guides have told me
that they often observe this to be the assumption of zoo visitors.)
With bonobos, this misperception might also relate to people’s lack
of familiarity with their peculiar swellings and genital anatomy and
to the older females being bald, due to over-grooming. Still, even the
presence of the bonobo’s swollen breasts can be missed, as in the case
of the woman who said, “Look at that really hairy old guy that’s holding it [the baby],” as she watched Kuni and her baby.
Another MIS involves the categorization error of lumping chimpanzee/bonobo/monkey into one group, with “monkey” as the
prototypical exemplar. This lumping is most frequently expressed
when people first arrive at the bonobo area and exclaim, “Look at
the monkeys!” Upon leaving the area, parents also often tell their
children, “Say ‘bye-bye’ monkey.” And, while it is mostly children
and adolescents who shout out “ooo-ooo aaah aaah” to the bonobos,
adults occasionally may be observed doing this too, or an adult may
encourage a child to “say ‘oo-oo-oo’” (Fieldnotes 10/10/09). I have
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also observed children call out in this way at the squirrel monkey
area and once, in another zoo, in front of orangutans.
Finally, a third MIS is what might be called the “Bonobo/Chimp
as Silly Entertainer” frame of understanding. When the younger
bonobos are active in playing, climbing, and chasing, one often
hears “Silly monkey!” and this is when they draw the biggest crowds.
When they are not being so entertaining, people might complain.
On the one hand, you get comments like “He’s so funny. Oh, silly
monkeys!” (“More silly monkeys” [YouTube post: daradg103. July 01,
2009]) And “What do you think you’re doing you crazy monkey!”
[Fieldnotes 9/5/09]. On the other hand, you get whining comments
such as “They’re not very tricky. They don’t do very much tricks”
[Fieldnotes 1/1/10], “Wake up monkeys” [Fieldnotes 8/6/09], and
“You all look dead” [Fieldnotes 9/6/09].
CONCLUDING COMMENT
One of the reasons I got involved in this study is that I thought it
might help me in teaching. Firsthand observation of bonobos have
helped me in this regard, but so has firsthand observation of other
people watching them. The first thing I am going to try to employ in
teaching is to activate the simplest features of the human-ape mirroring process by, for example, showing pictures and videos of bonobos
and chimpanzees engaged in familiar activities. A first step in any
social understanding is to have enough sympathy and/or empathy to
be willing to step outside one’s own shoes. It would be helpful, in this
regard, to activate some of our fundamental thought processes that
connect us to others, including animals. In this way, one might have
a chance to reach out, even to those who have been taught to think
primarily in terms of dominion over animals rather than in terms of
shared connections with them.
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More difficult, of course, is work required to overcome the stereotypes. What I am thinking at this point is that it may be more valuable to engage students in intensive observational exercises than to
simply point out to them the misconceptions evoked by preformed
frames.
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NOTES
1. The amazing Lorel has since given birth to another. Her daughter,
Baker, was born April 19, 2011.
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